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To my reasons why...

my husband, Evan, 

and my children, Brayden, Chase, and Parker

You can’t really know where you are going until you know where you have been.

—Maya Angelou
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PART I
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November 27, 2020 - My first line of defense is always our dog, and tending to him is the perfect excuse to be alone in the house. A smart move on my part.

“I need to put Bunker in the crate,” I say to my children and husband. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

Managing the dog falls under my daily job description, among practically every other household chore. Getting Bunker was a family decision, but after only a few months, I am now in charge of all things canine. I deal with the feeding. The walking. And everything in between. Now this Covid puppy has become my fourth baby.

I’m often complaining about the lack of help from my family when it comes to the stinky little guy, but at times like this I won’t complain. Dealing with Bunker allows me to stay behind. To linger. It’s a nice way to secretly do what I need to do without anyone questioning my behavior.

“Let’s go, kids! We want to pick out the best Christmas tree on the lot before they’re all gone!” I announce, my voice slightly shrill. I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans.

It’s almost nine o’clock in the morning. It is completely gray out on this November day in New England, but thankfully, it’s unseasonably warm. We have a babysitter for the kids coming later in the afternoon to give us a break, which is rare. It’s hard to find someone these days. No one wants to go into other people’s houses for fear of getting exposed to the virus.

Bunker looks up at me with an accusing stare, as if he can tell what’s on my mind. I scowl at him. My neck and shoulders ache, and my fingers start to fidget with the house keys. I hold my slender hands out in front of me briefly and stare at them, quivering ever so slightly. I stuff my fists into the back pockets of my jeans. Only I know why my body feels this way.

“Now, people!” I yell again at my kids. “Are you trying to move this slowly on purpose?”

“I don’t want a coat,” Brayden says.

“You need one. You don’t have a choice,” I tell him.

Chase looks up at me, smiles, and zips his fleece jacket. I attempt to help my children by fetching their boots. I stand by while my youngest, Parker, struggles to zip her faux-fur jacket. All three of my kids are at the age where they should be more self-sufficient. They’re in elementary school and shouldn’t need my help getting out the door like this anymore. They aren’t babies, for goodness’ sake. But they like their mom’s attention, and I can’t help but smile at my daughter when she finally figures out her fancy leopard-print coat.

“Okay, go get in the car! I’ll be right out!” I say, frantically ushering them along.

I know I should just follow them out the door, but I can’t do it. There’s a need. This force pulls me. It’s something I can’t control; a want deep within that directs my movements, my thoughts, my hands, as I gently guide my children by the shoulders out the door.

“Geez, Mom, why are you being so pushy?” Brayden demands, kicking a soccer cleat out of his way.

The comment and the irritated look in his blue eyes sting, and it causes a sadness deep within my belly. I feel torn for a moment. But I’m powerless. These are “unprecedented times,” they keep saying. But I don’t even care. It’s the weekend. I’m technically off the clock.

My husband, Evan, oblivious to the inner turmoil I feel, walks to the driver’s side of the Expedition. He is consumed by his own thoughts—like usual. He’s immune to the arguing and couldn’t care less about who has a coat on and who doesn’t. I’ve been the one homeschooling these kids nonstop while Evan gets to shower and dress and go to work every day. At this point in the week, I am so done. I need everyone out of this house right now so I can just be alone for one minute before we leave.

I show the kids out the door of our disheveled mudroom and scoop up Bunker. I press my back against the heavy door, hearing it click behind me. The silence envelops me and I sigh. I feel giddy now. The drastic change in emotion makes my heart race, and my head throbs a tiny bit less. I wait a moment before I walk down the narrow hallway, tucking the wiggling dog under my arm.

I pull open the bathroom door and position it so that it blocks any direct view from the hallway. My second line of defense. If anyone were to run back in from the garage, the door would block them from seeing me in the midst of my indiscretions.

I need to keep this ritual completely private. What I’m about to do will stay secret, known only to me. My husband doesn’t ever need to see this. My kids must never know.

I shuffle past three large canvas photos on the wall of our children from years ago, avoiding the leering eyes of their baby faces. It’s been a long week. It’s a holiday weekend. We’re in a global pandemic. I deserve this, even if it’s only nine o’clock in the morning.

When I get to the hutch that functions as our bar top, I feel like I’m floating. I’m on autopilot now. I’ve done this a hundred times.

My hands tremble with anticipation, and I plop the dog down on the floor. I avoid thinking about my kids in the car. Or my husband, anxiously waiting. Are they wondering what I’m doing? I don’t care. I need this to survive the day and to nourish my present hangover. Mama deserves this.

A wave of nausea washes over me as I look at the dirty shot glasses lining the bar top. My stomach heaves just seeing the filmy residue of alcohol left at the bottom of each glass. I contemplate the many times I’ve stood here. I remember the lies I’ve told, and the memories hit me out of nowhere. If only these dirty shot glasses could speak.

I reach for one now. I can’t even bring myself to touch it. But I need it to make it through the day ahead.

I take a deep breath and grab the bottle of Tito’s vodka. The bottles clink together, sending a gentle ringing through the cavernous house, down the hallway and into the mudroom.

I turn my back to my dog. I don’t need to see Bunker’s judgmental eyes on me now.

I am a robot. A machine, unable to fight it. I am a character inside a video game.

My heart pounds. The veins inside my head and down my neck throb. It’s as if there’s a screaming inside my ears.

I just need one sip to ignite my body. To soothe my insides. To feel something. Because lately . . . I feel nothing.

I know exactly what I’m doing because I’ve perfected this routine.

With my left hand, I twist the gold top off and watch as it falls to the wooden bar top. It moves almost in slow motion, and I hold my breath as it spins in a circle on the counter and makes a tiny clicking sound.

I listen for the sounds of my children or husband as Bunker rubs his face against my ankles curiously. I hear nothing. I am alone. Finally.

The scream inside begins to gently subside as I wrap my fingers around the Tito’s bottle. For a split second, I consider the shot glasses in front of me again, as that is my usual ritual, but I’ve waited too damn long now. I can feel every muscle in my body begin to relax as I raise the bottle to my mouth. And as the cool, clear liquid finally burns my tongue, the thumping inside begins to quiet. I take another large gulp while my family waits patiently for me in the car. 

I deserve this.

I’m fine. This isn’t a big deal.

––––––––
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November 28, 2020 - I open my left eye and see darkness all around me. There’s a pulsating inside my head. A heaviness within. A stabbing pain deep in my brain sends a jolt through my body. I open my other eye and breathe in the stale air. My mouth is dry, and I try to clear my throat.

I’m totally naked except for my right sock, which is starting to slip off from around my heel. A feeling strikes deep inside my belly. I immediately wonder: Did I screw up again? But I know the answer. It’s the same damn thing as it always is on mornings like this.

I lay still, slowly absorbing the muted colors of the room, allowing my surroundings to come into focus. I recognize the duvet that we took so painstakingly long to choose one Saturday morning at Pottery Barn when picking out our bedroom decor many years ago. I sit up a bit more and recognize the coordinated ivory rug and cornflower-blue throw pillows. We argued over the color of that rug, but I won.

I try to think back to last night. What time did we get home? Why do I have one sock on? I rewind the tape to the car. The mudroom. The night goes dark after that.

I close my eyes again.

At thirty-eight years old, I always pictured our life just as it is. A husband. Three kids. A house in the ’burbs. Living outside of Boston. A bright, neatly decorated home with elegant New England style. Lots of light blues and whites in every room. I had told Evan exactly what I wanted life to look like over brunch and mimosas before we ever had kids. Now here we are.

I lie in bed and gaze at the long, black shadows cast across the gray wall in the early-morning light. There’s a slight comfort in knowing that I wound up in my bedroom last night instead of on the mudroom or kitchen floor. It’s happened before.

I wonder if the kids are okay. I remember coming home and relieving the babysitter early, but I don’t remember putting the kids to bed. My heart thumps wildly deep within my chest. But when I glance over and see Evan sleeping peacefully beside me, snoring, I know the kids are fine. Ever the responsible one, he probably tucked them all in last night, me included. He’s always so blissfully content at this time of the day. Unlike me, he never wakes up frantic and confused.

A small sliver of moonlight shines in from the window across the room. Without checking the clock, I know what time it is. Four o’clock in the morning. The fog of booze always lifts at around this hour. This is usually when I emerge from my blackout.

I lie still another few minutes and squeeze my eyes shut as the room spins. I don’t want the day to begin. But at the same time, I want the painful loneliness of this shameful routine to end.

I stare up at the artwork above our headboard, which was meant to complement the hues of the rest of the bedroom. This was the final piece when designing the space that made it feel complete. The Bermuda beach scene appears distorted in the morning light. No longer picturesque and bright, the painting has grown dark and gruesome. The beautiful coastal cliffs look threatening in the pale shadows. Maybe it’s just the hangover, but it appears as if the sea is angry, about to swallow me whole. The sky—a mass of dark rain clouds—is ready to open up and storm down on me.

The familiarity of my situation dawns on me as I try to piece together the events of yesterday. We decorated our Christmas tree in the morning; that I do remember. I fumble around and search for my phone on the bedside table, unwilling to shift the hair off my face. If I don’t move anything else, maybe then I’ll fall back asleep.

Why do I always do this to myself?

A few moments pass, and I prop myself up on my elbow in hopes of spotting my phone somewhere on the sheets.

I need water.

A throbbing pain jabs at my skull.

Where is my cell phone?

I look over the edge of the bed and see the damn thing lodged between the nightstand and the edge of the mattress in one of its usual hiding places. How the hell does my phone always end up down there? I manage to grab it without my insides exploding and brace myself for the dreaded game of who did I text last night? But I can’t deal with that shame game yet, so I toss the phone aside.

I lie back down and think through yesterday evening some more, attempting to piece together one fragmented memory after the next. I vaguely remember staring at the lights on the Christmas tree last night. Did Evan and I have an argument? Likely. Anything is possible on a night when the curtains have come down.

I want to vomit, and I lean over the side of the bed looking for a trash can. There is a realization that I’m shaking. Full-body tremors accompanied by sweat.

Why did I start sneaking drinks so early in the day yesterday? I begin to cry.

I check to make sure Evan is still asleep. I can’t risk him waking and wondering what’s wrong. I bury my face in the pillow and heave a few deep sobs.

Rolling out of bed, I manage to land on my feet and stumble into the bathroom. I can’t let him hear me. I need to get away from this room. I need to make these feelings stop.

In the bathroom, I close my eyes and sit on the floor. Curling into a ball on the tile, I begin to shiver. A few moments pass, and a darkness presses down on me. A heaviness.

I imagine that I’m in the ocean, inside the painting of Bermuda, the one from above our bed. I’m alone at the bottom of the steep cliffs standing ankle-deep in the turquoise blue water. The saltwater bubbles around my feet, anchoring me. I am by myself at the base of the rocks, and I can hear the distant calls of the Bermuda Longtails flying above and children’s laughter nearby. But the roar of the ocean is deafening and all around me. The clouds are dark, and I can feel the rain begin to pelt my naked body.

Looking over my shoulder, I envision a massive wave charging toward me, the churning white cap careening high above. I look up at the face of the rocks in search of help. Is there someone who can guide me up and out of the water? Desperately, I study the cliff for a passage to the light above, out of the murkiness and away from the danger below.

How can I get to my children? My husband? I hear their voices, but I cannot see them.

I hear them calling for me.

“Mom!”

The waves crash, and thunder rumbles on the distant horizon.

“Kim!”

“Mommy!”

Can I climb up the sides out of this dark chasm?

My hands slip on the wet rocks. I try to yell, but my words can’t be heard over the roar. My fingernails dig into the crumbling rock as pieces of it fall away beneath me. I picture the wave as it crashes into my body, pinning me against the jagged pillar.

I hear my children crying now.

I see my husband’s hands over the side, and I reach for them.

I want to climb up and out of this lonely abyss. I am drowning.

Grabbing at the rocks, I see myself start to climb, my feet slipping and bleeding.

All at once, the dark clouds are no longer, and I see sunshine. My children’s faces peer over the edge. My husband smiles down at me.

I truly believed I loved the ocean. I really thought I wanted to live by the sea. I tried to make a home beneath the rocks, but I didn’t realize the strength of this world. The pull of the waves. The tide came in without me realizing, and I’ve grown weak.

It’s too dangerous and cold by this ocean. Too lonely down here. And I can no longer live in the shadows of my secrets.

There is always a choice in this world, I realize as I open my eyes, drawing myself away from the dark images in my mind. I sit on the floor of the bathroom and pull my robe up around my naked body, shivering on the freezing tile. Slowly, I drag myself up, using the counter to stand on my feet. Hesitantly, I look at the person in the mirror.

Pale-faced with mascara smeared in deep, black circles beneath my hollow green eyes, I look at myself. My long brown hair hangs loosely around my pale, freckled cheeks.

I manage to find my way back to bed and look over at Evan, still asleep. I look at the bit of stubble on his cheek and chin that never fully manages to grow in. I contemplate the Bermuda cliffs and ocean scene above our bed, listening to his heavy breathing.

In that moment, I am overcome with feeling. An unbearable thought that I need to share with my husband.

Unable to fully trust that I can do what needs to be done, I reach over and gently poke his shoulder. He doesn’t move.

I sigh and consider just curling back up into a ball. Let the waves wash over me. But instead, there is a flash of light through the roaring, murky gray. I feel something strong. Slowly, a brightness begins to pull me from the shadows, and a force pushes me forward. I breathe deeply.

I can’t keep putting myself through this shameful cycle anymore. I can’t keep waking up feeling this way every day. It has to stop.

Something guides my hands, a tiny force within, and I surprise myself with my sudden courage. I find myself putting my hand on Evan’s muscular back. His balding forehead catches the moonlight.

Using both hands, I try to wake him again. He doesn’t move. I shake him. Nothing. Then, before I know it, with a rush of adrenaline I grab him with all of my strength.

“Evan! Evan, wake up!”

“What?” he asks, suddenly alert.

“I need you.”

“What? What are you doing?”

“I need to talk to you.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I think . . . I need to talk to you about something.”

I wait a moment. We sit in silence, and he attempts to pull me close to him. He knows there’s something wrong. But I sit back and take a deep breath. Does he know what I’m about to say? Maybe he’s been waiting for this.

“I think . . . I think I need your help. What would you say if I asked you to help me stop drinking? Would you help me?”

He wraps himself around me, squeezes me tightly, and kisses the top of my head. “I would say absolutely. If that’s what you need.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I’ll help you. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

“I don’t know how,” I say, crying into the sheets.

“It’s okay, we can do this.”

“Will you stop drinking too?”

“If you want me to, I can.”

“How do I do this?”

“We’ll figure this out, Kim.”

As I lay there crying, I feel a lightness. A deep, dark heaviness seems to subside, and a pressure slowly begins to release.

I don’t know what I’m doing, and I’m scared. But I’ve finally said the words out loud that I’ve been ignoring for far too long, and there’s no taking them back now. I feel relieved to have finally told my husband what I’ve been wanting to say.

I’ve been going full speed, unable to control myself, wondering when I’m going to crash. Finally, it’s as if someone has hit the brakes and I’m coming to a halt. I wipe my tears. My racing thoughts ease to a crawl, and the blurred images come into focus.

Little do I know that this moment will mark the beginning of a long road that will force me to confront parts of my life that I worked hard to forget—unlocking a door I’d once sealed shut, and finally setting myself free.

––––––––
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Growing Up in Greenwich (1988): Six Years Old - Growing up with my family in Greenwich, Connecticut, in the eighties, life felt simple. I was born in 1982—a true eighties child. Our yellow house sat on the corner of Winterset Road in a quiet neighborhood of wide, meandering roads. Set back behind a row of trees but still visible from the street, the long driveway was perfect for bike riding. The front yard dipped down toward a small creek in front where we spent many childhood winters sledding.

Our house was situated on a hill with mature oak trees. Acres of woods stretched out behind our grassy backyard, providing endless space to explore. Winding brooks led to ponds buried deep within the hills of the forest. Fallen trees of thick brush provided spaces for make-believe and hide-and-go-seek. I imagined living there forever.

The house was special, and it existed as more than just a home to me. It gave me a safe world where I could explore, create, and learn. Later, I would unknowingly spend much of my life searching to recreate the spirit and emotion I felt there as a child, for my own family.

Having two older sisters, I was fortunate. Jamie was four years older than me, and Lana was born only eighteen months before me. Mom stayed home full time, and her job was to take care of us, and I was grateful for that. Dad worked hard starting his own insurance brokerage company, and he focused on giving us all the extravagance he felt we deserved. He wanted to provide all the things he never had growing up underprivileged in rural New Hampshire. He wanted a different life for us, and we were lucky.

“Girls, dinnertime in a half hour!” Mom called as I ran out the door into the backyard carrying her best Tupperware to make mud pies. “And bring back my dishes, Kimmy!”

“I promise I will. Be back later!” I yelled, chasing after my sisters. I was the type of six-year-old who didn’t mind getting messy. I preferred being outdoors exploring, catching frogs, and climbing trees.

The woods behind our home were dark and deep. They stretched far back for what felt like miles, blanketed in rolling hills of thick maples, oaks, and evergreens. My sisters and I explored these jungly woods but never ventured too far, always keeping the house in view. Although I sometimes had visions of getting lost back there and never finding my way back home, the monsters stealing me away for good, the quiet whistle of the wind through the leaves in the trees always comforted me, and I craved the adventure that awaited every afternoon when I climbed off the school bus.

My sisters and I played make-believe at the top of a steep hill by a massive tree stump at the edge of our yard. We spent hours pretending to be “the Wilderness family” surviving alone in the rural mountains of Canada. We made our little home on the wet leaves and cold rocks beneath the branches of the trees. The three of us played there until the sun began to set behind the tall woods in the distance and the spring peepers began their evening calls.

From a very early age, I knew I was fortunate to grow up in such a safe neighborhood in a town like Greenwich. It was ingrained in me; in all of us. I learned for myself and eventually saw firsthand that the rest of the world was not afforded the same opportunities I was given as a child.

My mother, Gay, worked hard to maintain a modest image, having grown up in Orange, Massachusetts, and attended college in Keene, New Hampshire. She didn’t shop at the fancy stores like Saks on Greenwich Avenue like the other moms I knew. She enjoyed sewing, crafting, and baking.

My dad, John, took us on extravagant vacations and gave us memberships to country clubs—always a point of contention between him and Mom. Dad grew up in Keene, New Hampshire, and spent his childhood summers on a farm in Whitefield. He wanted us to thrive and find success in life, and I guess he hoped that living in Greenwich would provide us with endless opportunities to do so.

I grew to understand that the rest of the country didn’t look like the pristine, perfectly manicured, tree-lined streets of Greenwich. I knew it wasn’t normal that some of my friends’ families had private chefs or a full staff at their disposal to shop, clean, cook, and chauffeur them around town, to school, or into “the city,” as we called it. As I got older, I discovered not everyone in this world belonged to a separate yacht club and country club. Eventually, I came to the realization that not every family in the United States had the ability to “summer” on Nantucket and spend their Christmas vacations on a private yacht in the British Virgin Islands. We didn’t vacation that way, but it seemed that everyone I knew did.

While Dad worked hard trying to give us a privileged life, Mom would have been happy without any of it. She appreciated the simple things and often talked about moving back to New Hampshire. Still, it seemed my parents compromised. We vacationed often, spending summers at our modest lake house in New Hampshire near our extended family. We skied in Vermont and took yearly trips to the island of Bermuda.

Because money breeds opportunity, the people in the town of Greenwich pursued overly ostentatious lifestyles that oozed materialism and greed. And much like the sprawling homes that stood ominously behind the protective gates that lined the backcountry roads of Greenwich, my parents put up their own shields to protect our family, as well. Mom and Dad each had secrets they kept from themselves and from the people around them.

For a long time, I was led to believe that the town I loved and the place that I called home played a delicate role in the demise of my parent’s marriage. But sadly, Mom and Dad each struggled in ways far deeper than I realized. It is true that my family tried to conform to the wealthy lifestyle around them, but privilege doesn’t make you immune to pain. Eventually, I was forced to recognize this. I had no choice but to one day confront my family’s painful, secretive past, as well as my own.

––––––––
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Day 1: November 28, 2020 - It smells like Saturday nights, friends, and laughter. But I feel none of the sensations that normally accompany these things. I squeeze my body tight to keep from shivering, and I watch the light-pink liquid flow out of the bottle of my favorite rosé, Whispering Angel, as Evan tips it toward the drain. It trickles into the sink, and the sweet, tart smell fills the air.

I plug my nose, close my eyes, and take a deep breath to calm down. As much as I will myself not to, I can’t help it—I allow my hand to drop and breathe deeply through my nose. The smell washes over me as energy surges down my spine. A need. A want. A yearning.

I am disgusted by this part of me.

I sit numbly in the kitchen, cold, hugging my knees to my chest. I balance on the Serena & Lily counter stool at our oversized island. Evan lines up the empty wine bottles on the marble countertop beside the sink, and I roll my eyes at his organization. Typical of his type A personality to create nice rows of bottles from smallest to largest. I wonder why he bothers with such precision when they’re just going to be tossed into the recycling.

Next, I watch Evan pour out the bottle of Tito’s vodka, the very same bottle I drank from yesterday. I close my eyes again. I can’t watch this part.

In the upstairs playroom, the boys argue over Xbox as their sister yells at them to stop fighting. I squeeze the bridge of my nose, mustering up strength from within not to scream back at them.

“How are you doing?” Evan asks me. He finishes emptying the bottles into the sink and stares intently at me, eyebrows furrowed. He narrows one eye at me in a playful way but smiles at the same time, a gesture I usually find charming and sweet. He leans into the countertop, his favorite faded green t-shirt from high school looking slightly tight across his belly. I don’t want to smile at him or anyone else right now. I just want to cry.

“I have no idea,” I say to him, resting my head on my knees.

“I’m proud of you,” he tells me.

“Thanks,” I sigh.

“You know how many times I’ve told you how worried your drinking makes me. I’m proud of you for wanting to do something about it.” He sits on the stool beside me, attempting to get closer.

I stare back blankly and shrug. My body is weak. I pick up my phone and begin reading an article I found earlier when I Googled “How to stop drinking alcohol.” The search results brought up a scary list of links, but I chose one that seemed a bit less frightening than the rest. It’s a brief article that offers “six tips on how to quit.” I start skimming.

“What are you looking at?” Evan asks.

“I’m reading an article.”

“Okay.” He stares at me, waiting for me to say more.

“Do you think I should join a support group?” I look at my husband.

He sits back and crosses his arms over his chest. “Do you think you need it?” he asks, looking worried. He has no idea that as he was emptying the bottle of Tito’s, I was seriously contemplating snatching it away and chugging from it. One last hurrah. He doesn’t even realize that I’m still thinking about the translucent blush wine, crisp and refreshing, and that it took every bit of strength in me not to steal one last taste.

“Yeah, it might be nice to get a little help from someone who knows what they’re doing. Francy mentioned something called The Luckiest Club.”

“Okay, what’s that? You aren’t going to, like, go to AA, right?”

“So what if I did? I talked to Erica and told her that I need her help. She said her brother has been going to AA.” I’ve slowly been texting certain friends over the last hour, quietly firing my flare gun. I feel the need to sound an alarm for some reason. To strategically alert certain people of this life-altering moment because I’m not quite sure if I believe it’s happening. I need to hold myself accountable, I guess.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Evan says. “That’s fine, I guess. You do whatever you need to do. I’m here for you with whatever you decide.”

He looks away from me, and I feel embarrassed by this conversation. I feel judged by my husband, the one person I thought wouldn’t be judgmental. How am I going to do this when even Evan is ashamed of me? Neither of us ever imagined ourselves at this point.

I fold my arms onto the counter, balling my hands into fists. I lay my head down and close my eyes, refusing to look at him, exhausted all at once by the conversation unfolding.

Then the doorbell rings. Evan sighs at the realization that we won’t be finishing this talk after all. I rise from the stool and make my way to the front door. Standing before me is the one person I was able to reach this morning that may understand what I’m going through. Francy smiles widely, holding a huge box of Dunkin’ Donuts and two coffee cups.

“I come bearing gifts!” Francy announces, marching into the house, disregarding any and all Covid protocol, and I couldn’t care less. “Donuts for the kids! Coffee for you and Evan!” She wraps me in her arms. Francy stopped drinking almost five years ago, and she’s one of the only people I know who is sober. It’s barely seven o’clock in the morning, and this friend is at my doorstep. With presents! And I don’t even know her all that well. We see each other at school drop-offs and our kids’ soccer games. I texted her at five o’clock in the morning, asking her if she might have some advice for me. Her response was immediate. I have never felt so much love than I do at this moment.

Francy’s hair looks perfectly blown out. Her long brown ponytail hangs loosely over her shoulders, and her sparkling blue eyes prove she’s more awake than anyone in my house. This lady is certainly ready for the challenge in front of her.

I stand there shifting my weight and shaking my head. “Thank you,” I say, and my lip begins to quiver, but for some reason I don’t feel all that embarrassed to be crying in front of her. I glance over my shoulder to make sure my kids haven’t unexpectedly appeared.

“You’ve made the choice, and that’s the hardest part. We’ve got this,” Francy says.

“How did this become my fucking life?” I say, unable to control the tears.

––––––––
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I hate you. Love, Kimmy (1988): Six Years Old - “You go into the family room and watch TV, now, Kimmy,” Dad said, turning me around gently and ushering me out of the kitchen.

“Are you going for a drive?” I asked.

Dad sometimes stormed out of the house in a quiet fury after dinner and got in his car. Upon his return, he told me he’d just needed a break. Wanted some time to think. All adults needed a time out too, just like kids. I wasn’t supposed to ask why or I wasn’t allowed to question the adults in the room, but sometimes I couldn’t help myself.

“No, not tonight,” Dad replied.

“Why were you yelling at each other?” I asked, looking at Mom for answers.

“No reason. Everything is fine,” she said, staring at me over the rim of her wine glass as she sat perched on the counter barstool.

Some nights I heard them speaking in hushed voices after dinner while they cleared the table, scraping crusty spaghetti off the blue-and-white plates into the trash, and talking about things I couldn’t understand.

Mom sometimes yelled, Dad often urging her to calm down. Jamie always took on the role of wise caretaker, usually turning up the TV so that Lana and I didn’t hear the arguing. Some nights, she turned on the stereo and we danced across the beige shag carpet, creating our own choreographed moves to The Phantom of the Opera.

“Everything is going to be okay,” Jamie always told me when I asked why Mom and Dad were having one of their fights.

On nights like these, I wondered why they were always so mad at each other. Why wasn’t I allowed to stay in the kitchen and finish my dessert?

Lana was kind, caring, and often more oblivious than me. She lost herself in the music, unaware of what was happening at the other end of the house.

On this particular evening, I stood next to the swinging kitchen door, listening, hiding from my parents. I wanted to understand. I was curious, and I needed to know more that night. First I heard whispers. Then soft shouting. I peeked around the corner.

“Kimmy is listening again,” Mom said, slurring her words. She stood and walked over to me. Taking my hand, she whispered, “Go on. Everything is fine, I promise. Bedtime soon, and we can have extra cookies tomorrow night.”

I stood waiting for more and allowed her to kiss the top of my head. The smell of wine on her breath was sweet and pungent. Then she shut the kitchen door firmly. Again, I did not move. I stood alone, unable to leave.

I sat down in the darkness of the hallway. I pulled my legs up against my body, listening to the familiar sounds of the evening’s argument coming to an end. It comforted me to imagine that all normalcy had resumed behind the kitchen door. Dad wiped down the counters with his blue bottle of Windex. This was his favorite part of the day, as tidying up and cleaning made him happy. I listened to the spray of the bottle and the squeak of the paper towels across the granite. He always covered every inch of the countertop at least twice.

I listened to the glug, glug, glug of wine as it poured into Mom’s glass while she stood at the kitchen counter, mapping out the schedule for tomorrow in her planner. My sister’s ballet practice. Softball for me.

I waited. Still. For what, I didn’t know.

Then came the comforting sound of plates clanging together. More ice cubes hitting the bottom of her glass.

I stayed motionless in the quiet outside the kitchen, caught between the safety of the unknown and wanting to understand more about the adult world on the other side. I curled up in the shadowy light that spilled out beneath the door, feeling solace in the smell of my mother’s pot roast and the familiar sound of the vacuum cleaner as it glided across the kitchen tile.

I snuggled into the light, listening for more conversation. Longing for more of something. For a hint. A clue. Maybe laughter. Perhaps the return of jovial conversation. I lay there waiting, but there were no more words that evening.

When I was a little girl, my world revolved around my family. Nothing could shake that. I loved my mom, dad, and sisters more than anything. That was the scope of my concern. That was all I worried about, and my parents did a good job of keeping it that way.

Occasionally, Dad forced me outside my comfort zone. He was the parent that encouraged me to try new things, and it was Mom who often suggested we take it easy.

“It’s time you learn how to ski!” Dad said to us one winter morning.

“Really? Are they old enough, John?” Mom asked, wringing her hands. She was always questioning every decision, nervous about her children injuring themselves.

“Sure, of course,” he stated, composed and calm. “They need to learn at some point, Gay.”

I wasn’t much older than six or seven when Dad dropped me off at the Little Cubs ski school with my sisters at Stratton Mountain that Saturday morning. It was one of the first weekends we traveled up to Vermont for winter break, and all of the children were separated into groups based on their abilities. I was in the beginner’s group, and I hated every part of it. There were too many excited children, and the cacophony of loud voices frightened me. I wanted nothing more than to stay back at the condo by the fire with Mom.

Everything about ski school made me feel small. I was always separated from my sisters, and I didn’t know any of the other children. The day was long and tiring, and I was scared of getting lost alone on the mountain or falling and hurting myself. Most of all, I was terrified of the ski lift. The process of getting in line, getting on the chair, getting off the chair, and then skiing down the mountain just seemed too much. I was ready to quit before I began.

“I want to stay with Mom,” I told Dad.

“No,” Dad said, “you need to learn how to ski just like your sisters. It’s a lifelong skill. You’ll learn to love it. You’ll see.”

“John, please,” Mom pleaded, “don’t make her if she doesn’t want to. Let her stay with me.”

But Dad insisted. “No, she’s doing it.”

“What’s the point of forcing her?”

“Because it’s good for her, and she should learn to challenge herself.”

So off I went, begrudgingly. I wanted to make Dad happy, so I let him drop me off to fend for myself in that foreign, arctic land. A few days into ski school, it was time for my Little Cubs group to take the final exam on the bunny hill to determine if we were ready for the chairlift.

I had a choice. I knew my sisters had both already passed the test, skiing down from the top of the mountain through the green trails with Dad. I listened to them tell me about the frozen, snow-covered trees at the top of the mountain and the beautiful view from the summit. But I insisted that I had no interest in doing or seeing any of it. I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at the ground.

“I don’t care. I don’t want to do it,” I told them.

“You’re missing out,” Lana said.

“It’s so fun!” Jamie told me.

There was a part of me that wondered how far you could see from the mountaintop. Did it really feel like being in the clouds? But the sheer height of the peak, and having to ride the chairlift, paralyzed me with fear. When it came time to ride the magic carpet up the bunny slope to perform the three small pie turns for my ski instructors, I knew what I had to do.

I had made a friend in my group named Mikey. He was in the same boat, equally terrified and spiteful of his parents for forcing him into ski school all week. He went first, showing me exactly what to do to fail the test. As he purposefully tumbled head over heels, skis and poles flying every which way, I giggled to myself. When it was my turn, I did exactly as Mikey had done. I crossed my skis and landed in a heap on top of him at the bottom of the bunny hill. Mikey and I high-fived.

I had succeeded. There would be no way the instructors would force me onto the ski lift. And I was right. That morning, for once, my determination prevailed, and I didn’t have to continue onto the top of the mountain with the rest of my ski class.

That afternoon, though, when Dad found out what I’d done, he gave me no choice and told me it was time to face my fears. I couldn’t hide. I felt a little braver with him beside me on the chairlift, but not much. I was also annoyed that my plan had backfired. After all my conniving, Dad still found a way to get me up on the mountain. I felt completely defeated and terrified when he gave me a small nudge and sent me flying down the hill.

“I hate you!” I screamed at him, terror filling my tiny body.

But once I got going and felt the wind in my face, something switched. I began to move my body, practicing the pizza pie like my instructors had shown me in class. Before I realized it, I was turning, and I made a large swoop across the mountain, the snow gliding beneath me.

The thrill was incredible. Feeling the ice crunch under my skis and the trees whizzing by was something I had never experienced before, and I realized I was having fun. I found myself going back and forth, back and forth, finishing at the bottom of the run with a huge smile.

“That was so cool!” I said. “Let’s go again!”

“I knew you could do it!” Dad said, laughing, pulling up behind me.

We did it again and again, all afternoon. From that point on, I was a skier. My parents couldn’t get me off the mountain, and I lived on the double black diamonds from morning until night.

“Scotland’s burning, Scotland’s burning!” I sang on the chairlift.

“Look out! Look out!” Lana chimed in.

“Fire! Fire! Fire! Fire!” Jamie shouted.

“Pour on water! Pour on water!” Dad sang along.

These were the ways we kept warm on the ski lift as kids with my dad, singing old folk tunes we’d learned in music class at school. As soon as we stepped off the chairlift, we chased one another to the bottom of the hill. We continued this routine until the sun began to set late into the day, and I was content to come home to find Mom welcoming me with hot cocoa and a warm dinner every evening.

Skiing became part of who I was. It defined me. I spent weekends perfecting my form, only stopping once or twice to thaw my frozen toes in the warming hut at the bottom of the mountain.

On the weekends when we weren’t skiing in Vermont, we were back home in Greenwich, where Mom and Dad were strict about us going to church every Sunday. We were raised Protestant and expected to attend the congregational church up off Stanwich Road. Every Sunday morning was a battle of wills that ended in ripped tights and the silent treatment.

“I hate church!” I yelled from the back seat of the car, arms crossed against my chest, yanking at the lacy trim on the dress Mom had picked out for me. “It’s so stupid. And it’s boring. And it smells funny!”

“It’s good for every one of us to go to church. You need to learn about Jesus,” Mom said. “Don’t you want to be a nice little girl? This is how we’re reminded to be kind to one another, Kimmy.”

“You can pray and talk to God. You can ask for your forgiveness there,” Dad said.

“I don’t need forgiveness. I am a nice little girl!” I screamed, sticking my tongue out at them when they weren’t looking. I pulled the pink bow out of my hair and pushed my thick brown bangs out of my eyes. Mom insisted on keeping our hair short, trimming it every few weeks on the stool at the kitchen counter. My sisters and I all had brown hair and bowl cuts, mine being the largest and roundest of all.

Mom and Dad seemed hopeful and determined, week after week, as if attending those church services would provide the answers to all of their questions. I despised sitting in the cold pews and listening to the painfully long sermons, though. I wanted nothing more than to tear off the flowered dress Mom always picked out for me and to hop onto my bike or dig up worms in the backyard at home.

I never found the relief that Mom and Dad experienced behind those sterile church walls. I never experienced the peace and joy that my parents seemed to feel after listening to the pastor. I only ever felt agitated, confined, and confused.

Sometimes after I got home from church I’d write small notes to my family members and stuff them into Mom’s expensive vases or hide them under couch cushions. I think I secretly hoped that my parents would find these messages someday, or perhaps it was my way of rebelling against their rules. I don’t know if I was acting out to get attention, but I felt the need to write my feelings down and release my frustrations. I wanted to have secrets of my own, because whether I knew it or not, my parents kept things from me.

The messages I left said things like “You’re so mean, Mommy,” or “I hate you, Daddy—love, Kimmy.” It made me feel better about being forced to do the things I hated.

What does Jesus think of that? I wondered.

––––––––
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Day 2: November 29, 2020 - I hear a crash in the family room and the sounds of what might be the beginning of a scuffle between Brayden and Chase.

“Can you keep the peace downstairs, please?” I ask Evan, sighing with frustration.

“Yes,” he says. “How long will the meeting last?”

“It’s an hour, but who knows if I’ll stay that long. I have no idea what to expect. Wish me luck.”

Evan wraps his arms around me and presses his body against mine. His warmth is reassuring. I rest my head on his shoulder for a moment. I turn around and reach to shut the door, but he stops me.

“You got this,” he says. “I’m so proud of you. Seriously. You going to these meetings. This is amazing. Incredible, actually. I mean it. You can do this. Don’t worry about the kids, okay? Take your time.”

“Thanks.” I know he’s trying to be extra supportive after coming across judgmental and noncommittal yesterday. It’s just all so new to both of us.

“Good luck,” he says and kisses me.

I close the bedroom door and walk into my closet. It feels quiet and warm, away from the chaos. Being in this enclosed space feels safe. But when I contemplate the number of times I hid in here with a glass of wine or a bottle of vodka, I feel sick.

This closet is my private retreat. Row after row of neatly folded pants and sweaters line the wall to my right. All my things are placed in cubbies, color coded and organized by season. I have a section for dresses, skirts, and an extra-long rack for my shirts and blouses. The wall to my right contains dozens of neatly folded yoga pants and workout clothing in a variety of material and patterns. There are drawers, shelves, and shoe racks as well as a small stool to sit on. This orderly hideaway is my sanctuary. I settle down onto the floor, placing my laptop on the fabric covered stool.

I just spent the last two hours researching online recovery support groups. There are quite a few now. Francy read about this one. It was started by a woman from Marblehead, Massachusetts. Knowing she lived close to Boston felt like a sign.

The Luckiest Club began in early Covid, and all meetings are on Zoom. There are no in-person meetings, which is a good thing and a bad thing. It’s good because I don’t need to leave the house. But some say it is a bad thing. Apparently, human contact during sobriety is important. But these days, we don’t have much of a choice.

I login into Zoom two minutes early and park in the virtual waiting room. My heart beats uncontrollably, and even though I know I don’t need to turn my camera on and no one even needs to see me, I’m terrified.

What if I recognize someone in the meeting? What if I get called on to talk because there are only a few people? It feels like I’m back in third grade and the teacher is asking us to introduce ourselves and our favorite flavor of ice cream, the words “let’s go around the room” sending anxious shock waves through my body. How is this my goddamn life?

I hear the kids beginning to argue and fight downstairs, but Evan’s job is to keep them quiet and out of my room for the next sixty minutes.

Let’s see if we can do this.

My laptop screen lights up. The meeting begins, and I see hundreds of tiny faces on my computer screen staring back at me.

“Welcome to The Luckiest Club!” the moderator announces.

I am overwhelmed. Tears well up in my eyes when she begins to speak. She has such kind eyes. Her name is Louise, and she has an English accent. She explains the rules of the group. You can’t take pictures. You can’t share personal information. It is a safe space. I don’t have to talk or turn my camera on, she reminds me. I double-check that there’s a black box on the screen where my face should be. I feel my body relax slightly. I listen to Louise’s soft, soothing voice.

“Here is a poem by Charles C. Finn. The poem describes the many different masks we all wear, as we all put up a facade. Everyone is in disguise, just trying to survive,” she says. “Get comfy, sit back, and chill. It’s a long one. Close your eyes, and let the words wash over you.”

I do as I’m told. Like an obedient student, I close my eyes and feel a release. This isn’t so scary.

Louise’s words trail off, and I realize for the first time that there are others out there who feel just like me. I can’t help but watch the people on the screen. The woman in the bottom right corner, she looks like someone I would be friends with. 

I flip through and see a few more women about my age, and I begin to relax a bit. Maybe I’m not so alone after all. I lean back, gazing at the hundreds of tiny eyes spread across my computer screen. I feel as if I’m full of a million cracks, waiting to shatter into pieces. I’m hanging onto the edge. But it’s time for me to heal. To remove my mask. To start remembering.
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